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Milking the X-factor

A fast-track leadership training programme initiated by Fonterra’s Shareholders’ Council
Is taking a revolutionary approach to representation and governance. How are they doing

it and what’s the end game?

riticism of the quality of
Fonterra’s board membership
has dogged the dairy giant since
the day its composition was announced.

Some drastic, or inspired, action
was necessary to silence the critics. It
was always going to be tricky. The com-
pany is, after all, a co-operative with a
large shareholder base of frequently
hard to muster dairy farmers. But
where to find the talent for an increas-
ingly difficult job?

Enter Fonterra’s Shareholders’ Coun-
cil (FSC). It came up with a first of its kind.

Together with global consultancy
Deloitte Human Capital and executive
recruitment company Sheffield, FSC has
embarked on a programme designed
specifically to bring the cream of
Fonterra’s shareholder talent to the top.
Having been screened, vettedrand scru-
tinised, an elite seven are now being
groomed for organisational leadership
through individually tailored training
programmes.

It’s been difficult for shareholders to
make informed decisions about individu-
als putting themselves forward for Fonterra
directorship. This reality, combined with
the historically political nature of former
board appointments, meant the old selec-
tion process was flawed, concedes FSC
chairman and one of the programme’s ar-
chitects, Tony O’Boyle.

With greater objectivity and trans-
paréncy, the new selection process
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should eliminate favouritism. By inviting
the entire shareholder base to participate
in introductory training programmes the
ESC believes it has created a level playing
field.

Even if final board composition doesn’t

Sheffield’s Stenhouse: Rounding out already
oustanding people.

mirror the shareholder base geographi-
cally, O’Boyle thinks it’s critical that all
shareholders start off on an equal footing.
“The FSC-initiated programme recognises
that Fonterra is a complex international
business. It’s designed to spark interest in

the co-operative and to improve selection
intensity by creating a pool of available tal-
ented people.”

O’Boyle doesn’t see the FSC’s new lead-
ership training programme is an indict-
ment of the existing board lineup. But it
does recognise that the transition from a
collection of smaller manufacturing co-
operatives plus the Dairy Board, has left a
void in the incubation of upcoming tal-
ent. “The aim is to mimic what happened
within our former structure,” he explains.
“In the old days there were 40 regional di-
rectors, many of whom were filtered off to
directorships within the manufacturing
companies and to the marketing arm,
which was the NZ Dairy Board.”

All of Fonterra’s 13,000 shareholders
can still put themselves up for the nine
(farmer) directorships on the co-op’s
board. Advanced training doesn’t come
with any guarantees. But O’Boyle expects
those who have been through a personal-
ised development programme to have the
competencies required to “hit the board
table running”

From a pool of 214 shareholders (and
suppliers) who either chose to attend the
FSC’s “free-to-all” two-day introductory
training programme last year or who were
existing/former councillors/directors
from the legacy companies, 62 put their
names in the hat to attend the inaugural
advanced training programme.




